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Plant-Based Medicine

Popularity of Botanicals in Ancient Medicine
The most common pharmaceutical of the ancient world were medicinal plants.

• Healing with
plants is as old
as time itself
• Began with
trial and error
in an effort to
escape illness
and disease

• People ate
bark, seeds,
fruits, and roots
• The results
were recorded
and recipes
passed down
over time

• We have found
documents,
prescriptions,
recipes and
drug bottles
filled with
plant matter in
ancient ruins

• Some recipes
have survived
for thousands
of years
• Many modern
drugs have
plant-based
origins

Medicinal Plants
There were countless medicinal plants used in antiquity, but most fall under three general categories.

Healing Herbs

Painkillers

Digestive Aids

• Speed the natural

• Purpose was to relieve

• Either remove toxins

healing process
• Were often applied
directly to wounds or
used as bandages
• Many promote cell
turnover via bloodflow
• Still used worldwide
• Ex. echinacea, aloe
vera, calendula, St.
John’s wort

pain of various kinds
• Were usually mixed
into a cocktail of
water, tea or wine
• Usually advised to be
taken before sleep
• Many still in use today
• Ex. Rosemary,
capsaicin, willow bark,
poppy seed milk

from the intestines or
promote digestion
• Usually taken before a
meal as a cocktail, or
added to the meal
• Cooking herbs + spices
• Some were purgative
• Ex. Mimosa pudica,
ginger, moringa
oleifera, fennel

Medicinal Plants Today
Many are sold in chemically-enhanced forms, but some remain exactly the
same as they were thousands of years ago.

Aspirin

Aloe Vera

Olive

Based on the chemical structure of
salicin, which ancient scientists
extracted from willow bark and
used to treat headaches.

Harvested for the gel in its leaves,
this plant is easy to grow and has
been used to speed the healing
process for centuries.

Olive trees were tied to mythology
in ancient Greece; its oil has been
shown to aid in arthritis, diabetes,
and improve brain function.

Mint

Saffron

Fennel

Mint contains menthol, an aromatic
decongestant that breaks up phlegm.
Eating its leaves can also settle an
upset stomach.

This flower has been harvested
since ancient Greece to make
spices; the crocin compound within
it aids in digestion.

Fennel seeds contain carminative,
which is a smooth muscle
antispasmodic. Adding fennel to a
meal can ease stomach pain.

Modern Botanical Trends

A growing market

Backed by research

Regulated and safe

More to come?

Plant products bring in over
$83 billion dollars every
year worldwide

25% of modern drugs and
60% of anti-tumor drugs are
derived from natural
products

The WHO genetically tests
botanical products to ensure
purity and customer safety

Of the 300,000 plant
species, only 15% have
been evaluated for
pharmaceutical value

ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4433216/

Some have fallen out of favor...
Pictured is the poppy flower, which was used heavily in antiquity.

Poppy tears

Opium

This flower’s seed pods
were cut open for their
milk, which was drained
out and dried.

This milk, when ingested,
made an extremely
effective painkiller.

As a medicine

Precautions

Poppy milk extract was
used by doctors as an
analgesic, soporific, and
cough reliever.

Today, we know more
about its addictive
properties and take great
care when prescribing it to
patients.

Applied Medicine in Antiquity

Pharmacology and Botany
Although today they are separate fields, in antiquity pharmacology and botany were
intertwined. Many medicines used plants or their concentrates.

Major Contributors to Botanical Medicine
While there were many, some of the largest and most thorough surviving works belong to a select few.

Hippocrates

Dioscorides

Galen

Scribonius

Pliny

• Accredited
with writing
the Corpus
• Considered the
father of
modern
medicine
• When possible,
used herbal
remedies

• Wrote Materia
Medica, the
main precursor
to the modern
pharmacopoeia
• Physician in
the Roman
army; often
used botanicals
to aid patients

• Wrote
extensively, but
over half of his
work is lost
• Along with
Hippocrates,
theorized the
Four Humors
• Anatomist,
pharmacologist

• Author of
Compositiones,
a dictionary of
medicinal
plants, animal
products, and
minerals
• Wrote about
herbal recipes
and remedies

• Wrote
Naturalis
Historia, an
encyclopedia
of plants and
their medicinal
uses and doses
• Not a doctor,
but a botanist /
philosopher

Healing vs. Prevention
In antiquity, some viewed disease as punishment from the Gods - early medicine was more focused on healing than curing. This
changed later as understanding of the human body and knowledge of botany grew.

Treating Symptoms

Addressing Cause of Disease

Many ancient doctors were primarily observers;
they would help relieve pain and other disease
symptoms, but generally they were there to
record patterns of illness. Often, these
descriptions were so vivid that these diseases
can be identified by modern doctors.

As knowledge of the human body and the
effects that plant substances had on it increased,
doctors began to take a more active approach to
treatment. Some would prescribe drugs or
perform surgery, which was previously
frowned-upon as being too invasive.

Physician Ethics
The Hippocratic Corpus advises on the “proper” way to treat patients.

Aid

Refrain

Observe

Record

in patient comfort

from invasive
techniques

patient symptoms

patterns of disease

• Surgery was often only
considered as a last resort
• Most doctors preferred to
use herbal medicine and
other non-invasive methods
of treatment when possible
• Jumping to conclusions
was not considered ethical

• Many ancient doctors took
a more passive role than
what we would expect
today; their primary
purpose besides providing
symptom relief was to
observe the patient’s
physical and mental health

• Physicians took daily notes
on patient health and
attempted to find patterns
of illness which could help
identify the disease
• Their vivid descriptions
allow modern doctors to
identify ancient diseases

• Patient comfort was of the
highest importance
• Regimens of diet and
exercise were generally
prescribed first
• They would then provide
herbal remedies for
symptom relief

Non-Medicinal Plants as Pharmaceuticals

Let food be thy medicine
and medicine be thy food.
- Hippocrates

Non-Medicinal Plants in Ancient Medicine
Other plants, while not traditionally grown as drugs, were often used in combination with medicinal plants to help the healing process.

Whey

Vinegar

Wine

Vegetables

Whey was often prescribed as
a dietary supplement
alongside medicinal herbs to
help boost the patient’s
immune system.

Vinegar can be made from
apples, rice, wine, or wood. It
was used in ancient medicine
to help reduce overabundance
of the “bile” humors.

Wine was used as a diluent for
many medicinal substances in
Greece and Rome, used to
hide the taste of certain
medicines, or as a soporific.

The ancient physician’s
primary method of treatment
often started with dietary
recommendations, such as
eating fresh vegetables.

Animals and Animal Byproducts in Ancient Medicine

Leeches
Probably the most famous animal used in ancient medicinal practices.

Bloodletting

Plethora

Believed to have originated
in ancient Egypt, this
practice spread to Greece
thousands of years ago.

It was believed that illness
was caused by an
overabundance of blood, or
plethora.

Four Humors

Cure-All

Hippocrates and Galen
theorized that illness was
caused by imbalance of the
four humors.

Since these humors made
up the blood, bloodletting
was used as a “balancing”
technique.

Animal Byproducts
Ancient physicians would often prescribe animal byproducts to be mixed with botanicals and ingested or bathed in.

Honey

Milk

Technical Products

Mixed together with a wide variety of
medicinal plants and drunk, usually to
enhance the effects of a healing plant.

Could be prescribed alone as a dietary
supplement, or to be drunk after purgative
medicines or painkillers.

Hides and skins made leather and wool; blood
was sometimes used as a diagnostic tool.
Hair was used to make fibers and bindings.

Medicinal Plants in Modern Times

Transitioning from Natural to Engineered Medicine
The chemicals in naturally-occurring plants are often enhanced in the lab for maximum effectiveness.

Ancient medicine in
modern times
The effectiveness of synthetic drugs has been declining due
to overuse, making the return to natural botanicals once
again a relevant point of discussion.
Sometimes, overkill can be a bad thing.
Of course, this is on a case-by-case basis.

Thousands of
endangered species
Many medicinal plants are considered endangered due to
their high export rates from their native lands.
Starting your own medicinal plant garden is an excellent
way to combat overselling while also enabling you to have
your own convenient supply!

Modern Applications of Ancient Ideas
Many modern medicines originate from antiquity and are derived
from botanicals.
Some medicinal plants are still used in their most basic forms, while
others have been enhanced in laboratories.
The practices, ethics, and published works of ancient physicians form the basis for how
doctors operate today.
Many of these medicines have remained in use for thousands of years for a reason.
Sometimes, over-engineering a problem that can be solved simply may do more harm than
good in the long run.

